In the early modern and modern reflections on the concept of barbarian-from Shakespeare, Rousseau, and Chateaubriand to Lévi-Strauss and TodorovMontaigne's essay "On the Cannibals" ("Des Cannibales") plays a key role because of the far-reaching and subversive relativism it preaches. Such a key role might cultivate the assumption that this canonical text delivers a transparent and logically conclusive argument on the subject. However, this turns out not to be the case:
Montaigne's essay is an open text, from which its readers always freely drew inspiration for their own thinking, as can be seen in the numerous but very diverse early modern readers' reactions. In this essay, I will analyze in more detail the very unconventional way in which Montaigne gives structure to this essay. Starting with the essay's abrupt closing sentence, I will take into account the early modern readers' responses insofar as they provide information on the argumentative operation of the essay.
Naked Indians, Trousered Gauls
The sentence that closes the essay "On the Cannibals"-"Tout cela ne va pas trop mal: mais quoy? Ils ne portent point de haut de chausses" (Montaigne 2007, 221) ("Not at all bad, that. -Ah! But they wear no breeches" Montaigne 1991, 241) is famous. It forms the unexpected and ironic pointe of this paradoxical encomium that seeks to demonstrate, against all evidence (para-doxa 'against the conventional opinion'), that the Indians of Brazil-the "cannibals"-are not barbarians, or at least are no more barbarian than we are. The argumentation, carefully constructed (despite an apparent disorder, as we shall see), collapses by this concluding remark that Naked Indians, Trousered (1115) However, the sentence that closes the text "On the Cannibals" has a far more scathing effect than these three examples cited above, since as a concluding sen- The ironic tenor of the concluding sentence is further underlined by two aspects that Montaigne scholars tend to underestimate or simply ignore: the ancient intertext of this
